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New Legislation Aids
Hazard-Reduction
Burning in Florida

Dale D. Wadeand Michael C. Long

ABSTRA CT—hi 1977, i/ic F/a ru/a le,’is/ature passed the
Hawkins Bill auit/iOri2in~ tiw Daisioji o/ Fares try bo conduct
prescribed burns in hazardous accuinulations of wild/and
mel on private holdings, pro vided that the oivner does not
object. During the 1977—1978fire season the division oper—
ated wide,- the law to burn 13000 acres in absentee on-n—
erships. Initial success of the statute suggests that it can
serve as a model kr other states with similar fuel—
management problems

Many stateshaveenactedlaws that allow hazard-
ous accumulationsof wildland fuel to be reducedas
necessaryby prescribedfire. But evenin thosestates,
the buildupof fuel continuesuncheckedon most lands
in absenteeownership.Florida recentlypassedlegisla-
tion to correctthis problem.

Backgroundto the Legislation
The Florida Division of Forestryhas long had the

statutory right to authorizeprescribedburns and to
assistin planning and executingthem. Hundredsof
thousandsof acresare burned undersuch authoriza-
tion eachyear.But the law excludedadditional hun-
dredsof thousandsof acres in absenteeownership.
Acreagein this categoryhas skyrocketedin the last
two decades,particularly in southFlorida.

Until the presentcentury, much of the interior of
south Florida remainedflooded throughoutthe year.
In orderto “reclaim” thesewetlandsfor agricultureor
speculation,vast drainageprojectswere undertaken.
Forexample, in 1900 approximately60 percentof the
1,355,000acresin Collier County in extremesouth-
west Florida we-re classified as freshwaterwetland
(Lehman1977). By 1973, this figure haddecreasedto
30 percent. In one caseover 128;000 acres were
drained,cut into blocks by 800 miles of roads,sub-
divided into lots, and sold worldwide. Less than 1/10
of 1 percentof theselots havehomeson them.The
county tax appraiserestimatedthat 90,000 of the
150,000landparcelsin the county arecurrentlyin ab-
senteeownership.

Here andelsewherein southFlorida, plentiful rain,
long sunnydays,and warm temperaturescombineto
producea lush understorybeneaththe pine and cy-
pressdunngthe wet season.This densetangle,how-
ever,becomesprogressivelymore flammableduring
the dry seasonfrom Novemberto May as surfacewa-
ters recedeanddisappear(fig. 1).

Drainageandthe associatedroad-buildingnot only
exposemorelandto hazardfor longerperiodsthan in
earlierdecades,but the resultingburns fosteran in-

creasein fire-adaptedvegetationThat aggravatesthe
hazard.

Between1963 and 1970, wildfires averaged42 acres
per fire and 8,800acresper year.Between 1971 and
1977, the averagewas 325 acresper fire and 85,048
acresper year.This phenomenalincreasein acreage
per fire is attributed primarily to the completionof a
180-mile systemof drainagecanals in 1970. Collier
County has its share of lightning; southwestFlorida
records the highestnumberof thunderstormdays in
the country (Maier 1977). Nonetheless,most fires are
caused by people—either intentionally or through
carelessness.

In the early 1970s, drought-yearfires also devas-
tatedthe Evergladesto theeastof Collier County. Not
only did thesefires consumevast amountsof organic
soil, but their smokesettledoverthe “Gold Coast”for
days at a time during the height of the tourist season.
Air andhighwaytraffic weredisrupted,poor visibility
causednumerousaccidents,and hospital admissions
for respiratoryailmentsincreased.

In the fall of 1974, State ForesterJohn M. Bethea
invited representativesfrom more than 25 organi-
zations—includingfederal,state,andcountyagencies,
universities,special-interestgroups,and commercial
landowners—aswell as concernedindividuals to at-
tend an Open Forum on Fire Managementof South
FloridaWildlands.This forum met to discussconflict-
ing viewsbetweenusersandmanagersandto establish
a workablefire managementpolicy in south Florida.
Attendees reacheda consensus,and their findings
were published by the Florida Division of Forestry
(1974).

The NewBill

One conferencefinding was implementedthrough
the efforts of StateRepresentativeMary Ellen Haw-
kins of Collier County. She introduced a bill that
would allow the Division of Forestryto conductpre-
scribed burns on any wildlands where heavy under-
story fuel buildupscreatedthe potential of adestruc-
tive fire.

The bill becameSection590.025of the FloridaStat-
utesin May 1977. Knownas the Hawkins Bill, it states
that,atthe requestof thegoverningbody of acounty,
the Division of Forestry (DOF) can designateany
townshipas an areaof high fire hazardand cancon-
duct prescribedburnsof wildlands within it. Before
taking suchaction,the DOF mustpreparea statement
of why such burnsare needed.The statementis in-
cludedin the annualtax noticesentto eachlandowner
in the designatedtownships.At least 10 days prior to
burning,the DOF must place legal notices in local
newspapersas to locations and tentative dates. If
landownersdo not object, the burn is conductedas
planned;if a landownerdoes object, his property is
excludedfrom the burn.The statutedoesnot limit the
burnsto absenteeholdings,but that was the intent of
the legislators.

The questionof liability shouldaprescribedfire es-
cape is not a problem; the Florida Division of Risk
Managementhandlesgeneralliability for claimsup to
$50,000. Anything over that amount is covered by
existing legislation that providescitizens with relief
throughthe legislative processfrom damageresulting
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from proven negligence by a state agency or its
employee.

The expenditureof public funds on private lands
might havebeena pitfall, but the expensesof hazard-
reduction burns were construedas being similar to
police expendituresfor protectingthe public. Theben-
eftt to private landownersis minimal comparedto the
risk of major wildfires. Since the landsin questionare
in absenteeownership,nothingwould be done to re-
ducethe hazardwere i notfort is p ogram.T us,the
greaterbenefit derived is to the public, not the land-
owner.

When the Hawkins Bill wastirst intrnducedinto the
legislaturein 1975. he DOFdecidedthat- majoreffort
to inform the public of the expectedbenefitsof pre-
scribedfire would be required.This programincluded
preparationand distribution of a pamphlet on pre-
scribedfi e in Collier County. peakingengagements.
the showngof a movie dvancingthebenefitsof p e-
scribedfire, interview~ in the meda,school programs,
and personalcontacti with county commissioners,
state legislators.andother influentia people

boundarieswereusedto confinethefires.Theseburns
also provided training for new personnel.

lmplementationarousedthe interestof other land-
owners, who in turn requestedauthorizationto con-
duct prescribedburns on their property. In 1977, au-
thorizationsto burn were issuedon 208,000acres in
CollierCounty for hazardreduction,othersil vicultural
purposes,and for rangemanagement.

The 1977-78fire seasonwasrelatively light in Collier
County (263 wildfires burned16,000acres)mainly be-
causeof above-averagerainfall. Thosewildfires occur-
ring adjacent to areasthat had been burned by pre-
scription required only limited control. Several fires
carried smoke plumes into populated areas with a re-
sulting decreasein visibility. However, no deteriora-
tion in urban air quality was noted in conjunction with
the hazard-reduction burns, undoubtedly because
smoke managementhad beenconsideredin the pre-
scriptions.The authorsknow of no criticism of this
law; on the contrary,many favorablecommentshave
beenreceived.

The 1978-79 fire seasonwas again very wet. This
wetness,coupledwith mid-seasonchangesin super-
visors at the DOF, resultedin only 1,500acresbeing
burnedunderthe HawkinsBill. Nevertheless,the pro-
gram hasbeenjudged a successandwill be expanded
to otherFloridacountiesthis winter. Its full potential,
however,will probably not be realized until the next
drought year.

More details—includingacopy of the bill, the notice
sentout with the tax assessment,and the newspaper
advertisements—areavailable from the authors. U
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Assess ent to Date

In preparationfor the 1978 sprng re season,the
DOF selected10.000 cres o be burned in Collie
County. ‘avorabe ‘eather resultedin 3,000 acre
being burnedbetweenDecember1977 and February
1978 underthe Hawkins Bill. lndividual fires ranged
from 40 to 8,000acresandcost an averageof 27 cents
peracre.(Averagecostsexcludingthe 8,000-acreburn
were 60 cents per acre.) Costs were low because
high-hazardareashadalreadybeenmappedunderthe
existing fire managementplan. Furthermore,little line
plowingwasnecessarybecausenaturalandman-made
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1—iqure 1. A pomIloit of time Biq (ingress Swump in Colhei
Comiii tv. f-las/i fvel.r s;n’h h from time road simoulders to con—
tigmamus miniu/ticammopv orests t/mat benommme cstrcmmie/v flamma—
h/c during tIme 6— to 7—ummoatim di~v ~ea~oim.Sure/in mo,mditioims we
{ommmmmmon oim 200 square mimi/es mihere the ,smvaimlp hat’ been
draimmed ammd dimided limit) blocks by 800 oh/es of little—used
roadmmas,’g
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